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Refutation of Rebirth by Roberto de Nobili, SJ. Edited and translated by
Anand Amaladass, S.J. Tiruchirappalli: Tamil Literature Society, 2019, vi
+ 231 pp.
WESTERN JESUITS in Asia in the 16th-18th
centuries took particular interest in refuting the
doctrine of rebirth (in Sanskrit, punarjanma).
Leading figures addressed the issue in
arguments and/or wrote treatises about it: in
Japan, Francis Xavier argued with Buddhist
intellectuals, and Alessandro Valignano
included a refutation in his Catechism. Similarly,
Matteo Ricci (China), Roberto de Nobili (India),
and Ippolito Desideri (Tibet) all wrote on the
topic, robustly attacking the very idea. Jean
Venance Bouchet, in a 1714 letter, steps back
and writes in French and at length about rebirth
for a Western audience. He compares the Greek
and Indian views, speculating on who borrowed
what from whom. Though he pleads that he
wants to understand all this in order to be better
able to refute it, his letter also reflects a wider
European curiosity about rebirth, distinct at
least from the project of refuting it. (See Francis
X. Clooney, Fr. Bouchet’s India, Satya Nilayam
Publications, 2005, 54-65).
De Nobili (1577-1656) wrote more amply
than most on the topic. He devoted a number of
chapters of his Treatise on the Soul
(Ātmanirṇayam) to the topic, while his later
Refutation of Rebirth (Punarjanmaksepam) is a
compact exemplar for the whole tradition of
Jesuit arguments on the matter. It is this latter
text that Anand Amaladass, SJ, ably translates
into English here for the first time. Amaladass,
Sanskrit scholar and proponent of dialogue, is
also a respected translator. I was happy two
decades ago to collaborate with him in
translating two other Tamil works of de Nobili,
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The Dialogue on Eternal Life (Nityacīvanacallāpam)
and the Inquiry into the Meaning of “God”
(Kaṭavuḷnirṇayam) (included in Preaching Wisdom
to the Wise, St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Source,
2000). His translations are careful, and he gives
helpful clarifying notes, and usefully provides
the Tamil text itself in an appendix.
The basic arguments given in the Refutation
may be summarized as the following
(paraphrasing Amaladass’s introduction, 31-33):
1. The soul does not dwell temporarily in the
body as if in a house, but stands in an inherent
relationship to its human body, giving it form; 2.
souls can vivify only specifically human bodies;
3. God has reasons for the hierarchy of beings in
this world, social hierarchy is just and
necessary, and such natural goods need not be
blamed on karma; 4. rebirth as a version of
theodicy is hardly convincing, since people do
not remember previous lives, and so do not
know what they are being punished for; 5. the
Hindu texts testifying to rebirth are not
credible, and so prove nothing. What is missing
entirely from such arguments is any explicit
New Testament or creedal testimony on the
once-for-all death of Christ. This matters
because it shows the Jesuit confidence that
philosophy and theology could be distinguished
and employed separately. The fruits of the
former support the faith positions of the latter,
yet without the faith position needing to be
explicit in the rational argumentation. In the
end it will seem to the modern reader that de
Nobili and other Jesuits were not forthright
about their real faith concerns.
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Amaladass’s thorough introduction also
gives a good sense of the probable Thomistic
background, e.g., the idea that human soul and
human body relate as form and matter, a view
theorized as hylomorphism. Amaladass also
provides lengthy considerations of the “Indian
mentality” in describing Vedāntic views of the
world, noting Sāṃkhya and Nyāya arguments as
well. Parts of the introduction are, as it were,
Amaladass’s own commentary on de Nobili and
wider reflection on the theme, even using the
works of modern thinkers such as Raimon
Panikkar.
Amaladass is translating the Tamil version,
but he is also interested in the Sanskrit version
of the Refutation, as it shows us the fine-tuning
of the arguments for different, Sanskritknowing audiences. It may be, as he suggests,
that the Sanskrit is for Brahmins, but my guess
is that Brahmins were also the intended readers
even for the heavily intellectualized Tamil as
well; the Sanskrit may also be an attempt simply
to reach a wider audience beyond Tamil Nadu.
In an essay on the Sanskrit version of the text
(“An 18th Century Jesuit ‘Refutation of
Metempsychosis’ in Sanskrit,” Religions 2018,
issue 9), Gerard Colas places the Sanskrit version
later, and gives evidence for its being a
translation rather than original composition. He
does not think there is sufficient proof to show
that de Nobili wrote or translated the Tamil into
Sanskrit. In any case, more study of the versions
of the Refutation in different languages will give
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us a better sense of the Jesuits’ pragmatic re-use
of ideas and texts to suit different audiences.
So, what then to make of this tradition of
Jesuit refutations of rebirth? While situating the
treatise in wider contexts, both Indian and
Western, Amaladass remains largely neutral on
the matter. He does venture a comparison, that
the “will of God” serves as a Christian way to
explain evil as a mode of divine punishment,
whereas by karma theory and rebirth, Hindus
tend to blame each person for her or his bad
fortune in life. He also recommends that
Christians learn from thinking about rebirth: “In
Christianity there is an exaggerated awareness
of sin and threat of punishment of hell fire and
that led to the extreme reaction of rejecting
morality itself. So Indian karma concept could
act as counter-culture attitude or corrective to
this notion.” (46) For an extended effort to
engage the issues substantively from both Hindu
and Christian perspectives, see Religions 2018,
issue 9. On the whole, I think we need be both
relieved and regretful that the age of such
arguments is largely over. Relieved because we
are more civil, more appreciative and able to
hear views different from our own, and Jesuits
too prefer to seek the truth even in the most
different of worldviews; and regretful, because
we have a diminishing capacity to make rational
and arguable defenses of our faith positions,
Hindu or Christian.
Francis X. Clooney, SJ
Harvard University
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